Theodora Tsimpouki and Konstantinos Blatanis, eds. War on the Human: New Responses to an Ever-Present Debate by Kewin, Thomas
 European journal of American studies  
Reviews 2018-3
Theodora Tsimpouki and Konstantinos Blatanis,
eds. War on the Human: New Responses to an Ever-
Present Debate
Thomas Kewin
Electronic version
URL: http://journals.openedition.org/ejas/13430
ISSN: 1991-9336
Publisher
European Association for American Studies
 
Electronic reference
Thomas Kewin, « Theodora Tsimpouki and Konstantinos Blatanis, eds. War on the Human: New
Responses to an Ever-Present Debate », European journal of American studies [Online], Reviews 2018-3,
Online since 07 January 2019, connection on 03 May 2019. URL : http://journals.openedition.org/
ejas/13430 
This text was automatically generated on 3 May 2019.
Creative Commons License
Theodora Tsimpouki and
Konstantinos Blatanis, eds. War on
the Human: New Responses to an Ever-
Present Debate
Thomas Kewin
Theodora Tsimpouki and Konstantinos Blatanis, eds. War on the Human: New Responses to an
Ever-Present Debate
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978-1-4438-7277-5
2 Thomas Kewin
3 The titular “war” of this latest contribution makes clear its intentions and position to the
debate around the contested concept of the (post)human, with the premise of the book
being  “an  indictment  of  humanism  as  it  stands  and  a  call  for  its  radical
reconceptualization.”1 Therein Theodora Tsimpouki and Konstantinos Blatanis’ War on the
Human organises its  responses to the question of  (post)humanity around two axes,  a
framing which recalls  Stefan Herbrechter’s  observation that  posthumanism seems to
imply two critical instances in the “always already” and the “never quite yet.”2 As such,
the  volume  takes  an  a-chronological  approach  in  resisting  the  simplicity  of  reading
posthumanism as  a  temporal  succession  of  humanism (as  narratives  of  futurity  and
progress), and thereby reversing this relationship by treating the posthuman not just as if
it  preceded  the  human  but  was  instead  a  relationship  of  “co-existing,  or  even  co-
mingling.”3 Further,  in  exploring  the  manner  in  which  the  humanities  is  suited  to
contemplate the changing parameters of conceptual discussion, literature is accorded a
privileged position in this debate, especially in drawing together the breadth of “eclectic”
subject matter across the collection, and in turn providing new means by which to assess
“our sense of what beings are,  what humanism entails,  and what the humanities can
achieve.”4
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4 With Tsimpouki’s emphasis on the dynamism of the literary form in the introduction,
there is a slight contradiction in signalling the use of literature to chart the evolution of
humanity  (via  discussion  of  Theodore  Roszak),  whilst  treating  the  literary  arts  as
exemplary of the humanistic ideal. Not to say that literature isn’t inherently humanistic –
“when we say literature […] we speak and make ourselves understood on the basis of a
Latin root” – for Derrida’s “Demeure” reminds us that the invocation of literature is
associated with a  particular  Eurocentric  tradition,  but  exposing this  contradiction as
Tsimpouki does still needs further elaboration.5 If approached from Tsimpouki’s original
distinction, however, with the necessity for new critical frameworks being formulated in
the thinking-through of what it means to be human in the present moment, the focus on
the impact of trans- and post-humanist theory on the literary is a virtue of the volume.
Following  the  volume’s  claim that  discussion  is focused  on  technologically-mediated
bodies (whether textual or otherwise), the literary, in as much as the human, might – to
follow Ivan  Callus  –be  located  elsewhere.6 Which  is  especially  interesting  given  that
several of the more superlative essays in the volume – Tatiani Rapatzikou’s essay on
digital culture, Christina Dokou’s on comics, Konstantinos Blatanis’ on embodiment and
stage, and Angeliki Tseti’s on trauma and film – reframe the discussion around literary
discourse as a conversation that highlights the entanglements of textuality, materiality,
print culture, and reading and writing practices. 
5 However, this a-chronological focus on literature produces some problematic moments in
what is, on the whole, a remarkable series of responses: in Domna Pastourmatzi’s opening
essay, the reference to science-fictional futures, and the treatment of the posthuman as a
successor to the human, does border on a rather prescriptive view of the genre, namely in
the assumption that  science fiction functions as  a  genre to forecast  possible futures.
Likewise, in referring to Anglo-American or otherwise Anglophone writers who are the
embodiment  of  a  technophilic  strand  of  posthumanization,  Bruce  Sterling  is  an
exemplary  writer  to  consider,  but  it  would  have  benefited  the  discussion  to  frame
Sterling with respect to other exemplary Anglo-American writers, especially given the
later argument for posthumanism as “cultural imperialism”; the only mention of which is
in a footnote on page 36. Likewise, Parkin-Gounelas’ essay provides an interesting reading
of  Derrida’s  “The  Animal  That  Therefore  I  Am,”  but  the  incorporation  of  literary
examples of the “inter-somatic affective resonances” between human and animal (from
page  143  onwards)  are  somewhat  uncontrolled.  Beginning  by suggesting  there  is  a
literary  precedent  stemming  from  the  Romantic  period,  Parkin-Gounelas  thereupon
harkens back to “ancient literature” – using Ovid as a secondary framing device – to then
switch to “[m]odern humans” and the work of Franz Kafka. In the space of the same
paragraph  Ovid  and  Kafka  were  invoked,  running  from  pages  143  to  145,  William
Shakespeare’s  A Midsummer  Night’s  Dream and Angela  Carter’s  “werewolves”  are  both
touted as examples of works from the modern period, with later mentions to Virginia
Woolf’s Flush and its intertextual links to Elizabeth Barrett Browning. All to say that this
criticism is, especially from a literary perspective, aimed at the use of framing; simply to
say  that  the  level  of  research  is  exceptional,  but  the  framing  of  literary  periods  is
somewhat problematic at times. Whilst not necessarily needing to engage with literary
periods as  constraints  –  an attitude towards which critics  like Rita Felski  and Bruno
Latour are dubious, this essay does need to provide more justification for the literary
shorthand the essay develops and why it chooses to jettison others.7
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6 Where the volume truly excels,  by contrast,  is in the ambition of its essays:  the first
contribution by Domna Pastourmatzi is a stellar piece, at once a blistering and somewhat
provocative  defence  of  the  human  in  the  wake  of  its  “posthuman  assailants.”
Pastourmatzi’s  chapter  offers  a  compelling reading of  the posthuman project  as  one
which  debunks  the  human  as  –  via  Asher  Seidel  –  “outmoded”  or  “deficient.”  In
identifying a brand of posthuman-exceptionalism, through which her ironic rhetoric of
humanists  as  the  “‘[d]isillusioned,’  ‘ignorant  and ‘uninformed’”  masses,  Pastourmatzi
develops significant challenges to advocates of trans- and post-humanism. One of the
exceptional  qualities  to Pastourmatzi’s  essay is  the justification of  posthuman theory
scapegoating the human, even being “privileged,” in the observation that the dominant
visions of the future often stem from Anglophone writers or cultural theorists; in effect,
Pastourmatzi’s  reading  of  posthumanism  is  one  of  hegemony,  a  form  of  “cultural
imperialism”8 Nonetheless,  whilst Pastourmatzi offers a unique approach to the post-
humanist strand of philosophy, there is the distinction to be made that posthumanism is
itself a contested term – and thus, the argument could be made that there is further
delineation needed between proponents of the transhumanist enhancement debate and
the varying post-humanist discourses which intend to remain committed to the question
of the human.9
7 Perhaps the most outstanding contribution comes courtesy of Effie Yiannopoulou whose
reading of Paul Gilroy’s planetary humanism brilliantly interrogates the reception of his
work  as  a  “meditation  on  the  impossible”.10 By  which  Yiannopoulou  reframes  the
question of the human so as not to suppress or erase the “violent histories associated
with  Western  humanisms,”  but  to  challenge  current  ontological  notions  of  racial
categorisation in order to challenge multi-cultural relations as they are recounted at
present. Yiannopoulou’s writing on the theme of utopian promise as a disruptive force
(reading  Gilroy  through  Fredric  Jameson),  of  a  “humanism-to-come,”  avoids  the
Derridean  trap  of  merely  re-assuming  the  structure  of  prior  humanist  thought,  but
instead places an emphasis on “Black British claims on the human” which allow for a
more complex web of relations to emerge.11 Similar to the spirit of resistance found in
Yiannopoulou’s work, the final essay by Maria Pirgerou concerns a quite literal “war” on
the human, economically-speaking, which offers a timely reading of economic policies in
the Eurozone, which, whilst light on the literature, is more than compelling in its stark
reading of precarious citizenship via Judith Butler.
8 Above all,  it  must be stressed that War on the Human offers (un)timely insight in the
volume’s “conceptual war” being both a sustained attack on the traditions of humanism,
whilst  exposing the contradictions and sometimes-imperialist  undertones  of  its  post-
derivatives. Indeed, the aim of the volume is admirable: in attempting to bring a wider
sense  of  clarity  to  the  varying  types  of  (post)humanist  approaches  by  making  them
converse with one another,  this call for radical  reconceptualization at the top of the
volume  produces  both  discrete  and  entangled  moments  of  insight  for  which  the
“posthuman” and “posthumanism” can be reconfigured in a systematic and inclusive
manner. With this in mind, there is something altogether significant about the fact that
Tsimpouki  and  Blatanis’  collection  is  framed  as  being,  in  part,  a  desire  for  the re-
conceptualisation of (post)humanism in the same year as the release of Claire Colebrook
and Jaime Weinstein’s Posthumous Life (2017), a volume also concerned with “shifting the
[theoretical] terrain”.12 As such, the volume fosters compelling debate around the more
problematic  pronouncements  extending  out  of  the  hope  and  fear  engendered  by
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emerging technoscientific developments, whilst  capturing the urgency which remains
characteristic of our current milieu to articulate a space for the humanities to challenge
the relevance of theory in our practices. 
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